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Based on new evidence (700 records), this paper provides a detailed account of the importation, 
release, occurrence, establishment, spread, and early impact on prey animals of the red fox, Vulpes 
vulpes, in Victoria and adjacent parts of south-eastern Australia. Foxes were imported to Victoria on 
at least nine occasions between 1845 and 1879, mainly for sporting purposes, and were released 
directly into the wild on at least five occasions between 1845 and 1873. Foxes may also have been 
bred in captivity, as some were exhibited at agricultural shows in 1869 and 1872. Releases in 1845 near 
Geelong and in about 1868 and 1871 near Ballarat did not persist.The prevalence of guns in the rural 
community, together with a culture of shooting animals for sport, and the broadscale deployment of 
poison to kill dingoes, feral dogs, and rabbits, apparently conspired to restrict the rapid establishment 
and spread of foxes across Victoria before 1880. The main point of successful establishment was 
in Werribee district, possibly in about 1874 (but definitely by 1878), and probably by the wealthy 
Chirnside family of Werribee Park. Foxes became conspicuously numerous between Geelong and 
Melbourne in 1878-79 and then dispersed. From 1882 foxes were often unbagged at hunt club meets, 
and some of these were able to elude the hounds of the pack as they gave chase. The increased 
availability of rabbits and hares, resulting from their earlier release and subsequent ineffectual control 
mechanisms, presumably favoured the survival and spread of foxes. Foxes were also translocated by 
some crop growers in an effort to combat rabbits and hares, though this is poorly documented.The 
dense forests of Gippsland impeded colonisation, so that Victoria was probably not entirely colonised 
until about 1900. Foxes reached the Adelaide district of South Australia in 1905 and the Queensland/ 
New South Wales border in 1907. Unintended consequences of the introduction of foxes were soon 
observed: killing of lambs and poultry by 1868; native birds by 1879; and native mammals by c. 1900. 
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Introduction 

The fox (Vulpes vulpes), unlike the dog (Canis familiaris) 
and the cat (Felis catus), was not brought to Australia as 
a companion animal. The fox is also too large an animal 
to have been introduced accidentally, as were rats and 
mice. Foxes were brought to Australia for the same reason 
that rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus), hares (Lepus capensis), 
deer, pheasants, partridges, quail and other game were: for 
sporting purposes. Anon. (1902) wrote that a ‘few years 
ago a thoughtless man in Victoria introduced and liberated 
some English foxes, for the purpose of hunting, in place 
of riding to hounds after a piece of oily rag.’ Peake (1905) 
attributed the introduction to Messrs Chirnside of Werribee 
Park, Victoria, dated it to ‘some thirty or forty years ago’ [i.e. 
1865-75], and localised it to the plains between Melbourne 
and Geelong. According to Froggatt (1913), foxes were 
introduced ‘it is said, about 1868, by some members of a 
Hunt Club, for the purpose of indulging in the noble sport 
of fox-hunting. They were turned out in Southern Victoria, 
about the district of Geelong or Colac; but as no one, now, 
wishes to claim the honour of the introduction of the fox 


into Australia, it is very difficult to get any accurate records 
on the subject. Like the rabbit, it was some years before the 
fox became acclimatised, and established itself under the 
new conditions of life; for it was nearly twenty years later 
[c. 1888], that foxes were first noticed on the southern 
border of New South Wales.’ Froggatt (1917) remarked 
that in southern Victoria ‘it [had] only infested the coastal 
districts for a number of years’. Later recollections claimed 
that a vixen and ‘not long afterwards’ a mate escaped from 
Chirnside’s at Werribee in the late 1850s or early 1860s 
(Hine 1934), and that the first foxes were liberated by T. 
Chirnside at Werribee in the 1870s (Munro 1939). 

Although the introduction of the fox into Australia 
was researched comprehensively by Rolls (1969), his 
account is inconclusive on some points and inadequately 
referenced. Rolls queried whether the first record of a fox 
(in 1845) did actually refer to this species, asserted that 
huntsmen (mounted men accompanied by hounds) and 
not Acclimatisation Societies first imported foxes, noted 
the first record of its importation (1868) and chase by the 
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hounds of the Melbourne Hunt Club (1868), suggested 
that the first successful releases occurred in the early 
1870s near Ballarat and Point Cook, and noted that the 
first records of foxes in the wild were at Laverton (1878), 
Corio Bay (1880) and Hexham (1880). New information 
presented in this paper demonstrates that some of these 
claims are incorrect, misleading or require qualification. In 
addition, comments by Rolls (1969: 313) on fox hunting 
are partisan and moralising in tone. 

The zoologist Kinghorn (1928: 213) incorrectly stated that 
the fox was first introduced into Australia by members of 
the ‘Victorian Hunt Club’ in 1868, and that later numbers 
of them were liberated in southern Victoria ‘between 
Geelong and Colac’. The historian Kiddle (1961: 321) 
wrote vaguely that foxes were regarded as vermin in the 
Western district of Victoria by the 1870s, and that Werribee 
Park was a centre for fox hunting in 1881 (Kiddle 1961: 
349). Ronald (1978: 54) stated that two foxes landed in 
1861 were ‘said to have been released at Point Cooke, but 
moved on to Laverton, where within ten years there were 
sufficient to support foxes for hunting.’ None of these claims 
appears to be correct. A map published by Menkhorst 
(1995) shows the distribution of 1028 raster records of the 
fox in Victoria, but only one of these is dated before 1900. 

Rolls (1969) also overestimated the rapidity of the spread 
of foxes, referring to foxes present in 1888 along the 
Coorong in South Australia. The research reported here 
instead indicates that foxes did not establish in the rnallee 
parts of western Victoria until 1892, even though they 
were first recorded in south-east South Australia in c. 
1881 (Feuerheerdt 1901). Therefore the early occurrence 
of foxes in South Australia appears to be independent of 
the distribution of foxes in Victoria prior to c. 1893. A map 
showing the spread of the fox repeats this misinterpretation 
(Jarman 1986; this map was also reproduced in Saunders 
et al. 1995). These discrepancies invite clarification of the 
terms ‘imported’, ‘released’, ‘introduced’, ‘established’ and 
‘colonised’ and a more considered usage and appreciation 
of the nuances inherent in these verbs. 

The objectives of this paper are to: 

• Discover, by means of systematic search, early records of 
the fox in Victoria, south-east South Australia, and New 
South Wales additional to those supplied by Rolls (1969) 

• Document and consolidate these records, and then map 
the inferred spread of the fox in Victoria 

• Distinguish carefully the various phases involved in 
colonisation by the fox in Victoria, and consider why the 
fox existed precariously in Victoria for several decades 

• Evaluate the interplay of factors that decisively promoted 
the establishment of the fox in Victoria 

• Assess the early impact of the fox on farm animals and 
native fauna, up to the 1930s 

• Use the historical record to clarify the current status of 
the fox in Tasmania. 

Methods 

Sources of information accessed for this study are: Port 
Phillip Gazette, The Port Phillip Herald (later, The Herald), 


The Argus, and The Australasian newspapers, all published 
in Melbourne; The Camperdown Chronicle (rural Victoria); 
The Sydney Morning Herald; The Courier-Mail (Brisbane); 
The Advertiser (Adelaide); The Times (London); the 
journal Victorian Naturalist ; the Victoria Government 
Gazette (1880-1899); and the Victoria Parliamentary 
Debates (1879-1890). 

The Port Phillip Herald and Camperdown Chronicle were 
searched online for the years 1840-1900 and 1877-1886 
respectively, using the keyword foxes. Indexes of news items 
in The Argus for the years 1846-59 (Freely 1976, 1987), 
1860-69 (Suter 1999) and 1910-1914 were consulted for 
references to foxes and hunting. These, together with reports 
of hunting meets from May to October 1870-79, published 
on Mondays in The Argus, were also retrieved and read. 
Subsequent to this effort, all issues of The Argus became 
available online in 2009, and I then searched these using 
the keyword foxes. For The Australasian, particular attention 
was given to the Hunting column in The Sportsman 
section, rural affairs constituting The Yeoman section, and 
The Naturalist column. All issues of this weekly newspaper 
from 1866 to 1901 inclusive were examined, building on 
Rolls’ (1969) perusal of issues published from 1864 to 
1880. The Sydney Morning Herald was searched online for 
records of foxes during 1831-1954- The Times (London) 
was searched online for records of foxes, acclimatisation 
and Edward Wilson (the co-proprietor of The Argus and 
zealous promoter of acclimatisation in Victoria) relating 
to Victoria for the period 1840-79. The New South Wales 
Government Gazette (1894-98), by providing information on 
foxes presented for bounties in southern New South Wales, 
confirmed when foxes had become established in northern 
Victoria. Other sources that were perused systematically 
were Parliamentary documents for New South Wales and 
South Australia, especially Parliamentary Debates and 
Parliamentary Papers. Stock and Brands Branch Annual 
Reports (New South Wales) were especially useful. 

A by product of research for my previous papers (Abbott 
2002,2008a, 2008b) was that many historical and scientific 
papers and books relating to Victoria were reviewed. This 
material provided important background and context, as 
well as ‘null’ records of the fox in Victoria. In this paper, 
information from social history and the history of science 
is cited where appropriate. 

The geographical focus of this paper is south-eastern 
Australia, defined here as east and south of a line joining 
Adelaide, Broken Hill, Bourke, Moree and Tenterfield. 
Most attention is given to Victoria, and records from 
South Australia and New South Wales are usually of 
the first report and/or first bounty report for a district. 
These records of, and relevant comments about, the fox 
were organised chronologically (Table 1). Records of 
occurrence for Victoria, southern New South Wales, and 
south-east South Australia were mapped (Fig. 1), with the 
exception of a small number of localities that could not be 
traced and later records that duplicated earlier records of 
the occurrence of foxes in a locality. This map was used to 
interpret the pattern (Fig. 2) and infer the rate of spread 
of the fox in Victoria. I ceased including records of foxes 
being chased by hunt clubs from the 1894 season, as no 
further novel information was likely to be provided. 
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Red fox in South-Eastern Australian 
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Werribee Park and If the Messrs. [T and A] Chirnside and [WJ.] Clarke were to preserve “foxes” on their estates, and 
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1 should very much like (now that the rabbits are extinguished, and the foxes have deserted the burrows 
[of rabbits] for the open), to see how these hounds [of the Melbourne Hunt Club] would shape after 
88/7 1888 Ivanhoe what I would call their natural game, but there has hitherto been no opportunity of breaking them to fox, The Australasian 9.6.1888: 1261 

and on one or two occasions, when they were tried with the [fox], at Laverton, they did not sufficiently 
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Opinion of F Allan, Chief Inspector under the Vermin Destruction Act is that foxes are decreasing (evidenced 
by the number of bonuses paid in 1895-6 (>24 000], 1896-7 [c. 23 000] and 1897-8 [ 16 000],This is 
98/14 1898 supposed to result from the profitable rabbit meat export trade:Trappers are thus active in all parts of The Australasian 1.10.1898:735 

Victoria except Gippsland, causing rabbits to decrease.The entry of the fox ‘into new districts has given rise 
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districts, their remarkable climbing powers often calling forth exclamations of astonishment from the uninitiated. 
It can, then, be readily understood that, having such a ubiquitous foe to contend with, small game, and ground¬ 
feeding birds, are in continual danger of losing their lives'; The introduction, and rapid spread, of the British fox 
in the bush is accountable for a heavy death-rate among young wombats; and, alas! many other young animals 
which consttute the fast-disappearing fauna of bush-lands contiguous to settled districts’ 
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Results 

Contemporary accounts confirm that foxes were first 
brought to Victoria in the 1840s and again in the 1860s. 
In the accounts discovered, there is general consensus 
that foxes were imported by sportsmen (records 60/2, 60/3, 
65/1, 65/2, 69/1, 79/12, 83/1, 84/17, 85/17, 90/27, 90/29, 
93/3 in Table 1) and not by acclimatisers (records 64/3, 
04/4 in Table 1). Some foxes were hunted wild and others 
were let loose on the day for the purposes of hunting with 
hounds (records 45/1, 45/2, 45/3 in Table 1), but it is not 
always straightforward to distinguish this front the published 
accounts. It appears that those released in the 1840s did not 
establish (implied by record 65/2 in Table 1), even though 
[?wild] foxes were ‘plentiful’ in 1846 (record 46/1 in Table 
1). In 1866, the phrase ‘many a glorious gallop after foxes’ 
(record 66/2 in Table 1) does not necessarily imply wild 
foxes - in fact, the actual records of hunting in the 1860s 
refer to an unbagged fox (i.e. a fox kept during the week 
in confinement and transported to a meet in a bag and 
then set free). Wild foxes were only reported widely in the 
period 1878-1881 within the triangular area bounded by 
Geelong, west Melbourne and Ballarat (Fig. 1). By 1890 the 
fox had greatly increased its geographical range in Victoria, 
particularly in western and north-central parts (Fig. 2), at an 
apparent rate of spread of c. 150 km in 10 years. Its spread to 
the north-east was slower, at c. 40 km in 10 years. A similar 
disparity is evident in the 10 year period front 1890 to 1899. 
The fox was present throughout Victoria by c. 1900. 

Equally important in ascertaining the spread and 
establishment of the fox in Victoria are null records. 
Relevant examples have been collated in Table 2. Farmers 
in some districts of Victoria frequently provided comment 
in The Australasian newspaper in the 1880s and early 
1890s about factors causing local mortality of lambs and 
poultry. They failed to mention the fox when complaining 
about dense populations of rabbits eating wheat crops. It 
appears that foxes first established in the rnallee region of 
Victoria in 1892 (records 92/35, 92/36, 92/37 in Table 1), 
but without any reports from struggling farmers of foxes 
causing depredations on lambs or poultry there. 

Some early records from south-west Victoria, south¬ 
east South Australia, and southern New South Wales 
(records 80/8, 81/2, 84/20, 85/21, 88/6, 89/19, 89/26, 
89/27, 90/8, 01/10 in Table 1; Fig. 1) do not align with the 
documented spread of the fox from south-central Victoria 
into western and northern Victoria and southern New 
South Wales. These records are thus treated as apparent 
outlier sightings and are discussed below. 

The fox reached the outer limits of south-eastern Australia 
by 1905 (Adelaide district of South Australia) and 1907 
(New South Wales/Queensland border) (Table 1). 

Numerous records were found of bagged foxes being 
released in Victoria for sporting purposes (Table 1). Most 
of these foxes were captured and killed by the hounds. It 
appears likely that any bagged fox that managed to escape 
the Ballarat hounds (e.g. record 84/8 in Table 1) could 
find safety in one of the many abandoned mine shafts in 
the gold mining district of Ballarat (record 86/14 in Table 
1). Hunting an unbagged fox was not regarded as genuine 
fox hunting, which involved the finding the fox ‘in his 
native coverts’ (The Australasian 25.8.1894: 325). 


Discussion 

Introduction vs establishment 

1830s 

Although European settlement of Victoria was from 
Tasmania and New South Wales and commenced in 1835, 
it is most unlikely that foxes would have been introduced 
at that time. The reason for this is that hunting a fox 
with a pack of hounds would not be the primary task of 
a pioneer settler or squatter. Kangaroo hounds, and not 
foxhounds, were the popular choice of dog owing to their 
ability to chase, subdue and kill kangaroo, an important 
source of fresh meat in a pioneer society. Dingoes and 
emus would also have provided ready sport for men 
mounted on horses. The first organised kangaroo hunt, 
involving a mounted pursuit with hounds, took place 
near Melbourne in August 1839 (Bonwick 1856: 123; 
de Serville 1980: 104). Following the great increase in 
sheep populations in grassy parts, kangaroos and emu 
declined (Batey 1907; Clark 2000: 129; Patterson 1842), 
but dingoes killed sheep (Clark 2000: 124) and probably 
increased in numbers. 

1840s 

In the early 1840s, particularly in 1842-43, a financial 
crisis affected Victoria and the other Australian colonies. 
Many settlers had to dispose of their properties cheaply in 
order to repay creditors, and this provided opportunities 
for less exposed settlers, such as the Chirnside brothers, 
to acquire more pastoral runs (Ronald 1978). Therefore 
this period should not have been propitious for the 
introduction of game or other animals from Britain, such 
as foxes, rabbits, hares and deer. 

By 1845 hunt clubs were established at Corio [Geelong], 
Mt Rouse [Penshurst], Werribee, and Portland (Geelong 
Advertiser 10.5.1845: [3]; Geelong Advertiser and Squatters’ 
Advocate 16.8.1845: [4]), and Mt Mercer and Port Fairy 
(The Australasian 15.7.1899: 131; de Serville 1980; C.E. 
Sayers in Bride 1898: 197). It is shortly after financial 
panic eased that the fox was first recorded in Victoria 
(1845, records 45/1, 45/2 and 45/3 in Table 1). It appears 
that at least two foxes were kept in captivity, and ‘one of 
them was started at Penny Royal Creek [Melton] in the 
direction of Williamstown’ but apparently escaped, as its 
death was not noted (Weidenhofer 1967: 147). This is 
only two months after the Geelong Advertiser of 8.3.1845 
published a long article, evidently sourced from England, 
which extolled the sport of fox hunting. According to de 
Serville (1980), fox hunting also took place in the same 
year at Port Fairy. Presumably these foxes eventually 
died or were killed (perhaps by dingoes or Aborigines), 
as recollections of hunting in 1846 (The Australasian 
27.10.1883: S10, 3.11.1883: S4) and 1848 relate only 
to dingoes (The Australasian 15.7.1899: 131). The hunt 
club at Portland was established in 1845, two years after 
hunting dogs were imported (Learmonth 1934: 216), but 
it is not known whether foxes were used. 

The suggestion by Rolls (1969: 313) that the use of the 
terms ‘Varmint’, ‘Bevis’ and ‘Reynard’ for the fox in this 
period was merely as a variant of the dingo because 
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Figure I . Records of the fox in Victoria, distinguishing between those based on importation, release, sighting, predation of poultry 
or sheep, and apparent outlier sightings. Also included are early records of bounties paid in southern New South Wales.The year 
when records of bounties paid in southern New South Wales first exceeded 100 fox scalps is shown (from Jarman 1986).Three 
early records of foxes in south-east South Australia (records 89/20, 89/27 and 01/10 in Table I) and early records in southern 
New South Wales are shown. Several records were discovered too late to map but are included in Table I. 
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Figure 2. Inferred spread of the fox in Victoria in the periods 1 870-79, 1880-89, and I 890-99. 
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‘huntsmen were newly out front England and.. .seemed... 
somewhat ashamed of what they were chasing’ is rejected. 
Other newspaper reports refer to 1 [wild] dog’ and ‘warragal’ 
(Geelong Advertiser 7.5.1845: [5], Geelong Advertiser and 
Squatters’ Advocate 28.5.1845: [3]) and sometimes praise 
the interchangeability of dingo and kangaroo for fox 
and hare (records 53/1 and 62/1 in Table 2). Hunting 
experience in New South Wales and Tasmania had 
demonstrated that the dingo and kangaroo afforded ‘as 
good running as the fox and stag’ (Jager 1842). Clement 
Hodgkinson, who resided in New South Wales for 5 years 
and travelled extensively, noted that the ‘dingo affords 
good sport if hunted like the fox’ (Hodgkinson 1845: 202). 
A settler, who lived near Bathurst New South Wales for 
6 years, noted that hunting dingoes with kangaroo dogs 
is ‘enjoyable’, but not to be compared with fox-hunting 
(Balfour 1845: 22). In addition, a more sober account of 
a hunt conducted on 30.8.1845 ( Geelong Advertiser and 
Squatters’ Advocate 3.9.1845: [3]) simply states that Pyke’s 
hounds ‘struck up on a scent’, which subsequently proved 
to be that of an emu and not the expected fox (The Port 
Phillip Herald 2.9.1843: [3] includes a similar account). 
Rolls (1969: 313) used another, less objective account, to 
cast doubt on the reliability of this early record. 

1850s 

Records of hunt meets published in The Argus in the 1850s 
do not mention foxes. Hunt clubs were also established, 
more or less temporarily, at Bendigo, Gippsland, Ballarat, 
Geelong and elsewhere (Appendix 1). Kangaroo, deer and 
dingo are the only quarry mentioned in the few accounts 
found of these clubs’ activities (records 55/1, 55/2, 55/3, 
56/1, 58/1, 58/2, 58/3, 59/1 in Table 2). Although a hunt 
club was operating in Warrnambool district in 1858, there 
is no record in a local newspaper of foxes being hunted 
(Osbourne 1887). The occurrence of foxes would surely 
have been a newsworthy item. 

The observant naturalist HW Wheelwright, resident 
in Victoria from 1852 to 1859, made no allusion to 
the occurrence of foxes (Anon. 1861). Nor were foxes 
mentioned by J.H. Kerr, who lived in Victoria in the period 
1839-74 (Anon. 1872). An account of a three months’ 
tour on horseback of western Victoria in 1857 included 
no records of foxes (Bonwick 1858). Foxes were also not 
noted during the 1850s by Howitt (1855), Kelly (1860), 
Anon. (1861) and John Hepburn (Quinlan 1967). George 
Russell, based north-west of Geelong, did not record foxes 
in the period 1859-73 (Brown 1971), even though noting 
other exotic mammal species. Reminiscences by a member 
of the Melbourne Hunt Club from 1853 to 1860 recorded 
that only the dingo and kangaroo were chased by hounds 
during this period (The Australasian 13.6.1896: 1120-1). 
There are at least another 20 contemporary accounts of 
rural life in parts of Victoria during the 1840s, 1850s and 
1860s, none of which allude to the occurrence of foxes. 

These null records collectively seem to indicate that the 
foxes imported and released in the 1840s failed to persist, 
confirming the supposition of Rolls (1969: 318). The only 
record of a fox in the 1850s (50/1 in Table 1) is vague and 
nothing about its status can be inferred. 


1860s 

Despite Edward Wilson, the zealous promoter of 
acclimatisation of animals in Victoria, not listing the 
fox as present in Victoria in 1860 or 1862 (Wilson 1860, 
1862; also Anon. 1864), and stating that there was no 
active effort to purchase foxes (Wilson 1863), several 
records were found of foxes near Melbourne in the 1860s. 
None of these, however, is suggestive of an established 
wild population (Table 1), although the reference to six 
or more foxes having been released in the Dandenong 
Ranges in 1864 (record 64/4) does indicate a major release 
with a chance of establishment. It seems to have failed, as 
foxes did not spread eastwards and establish in Gippsland 
in the 1860s and 1870s. 

Hunt club meets reported in The Argus in 1860 and 1861 
involved the pursuit of kangaroo, deer, or dingo (records 
60/1, 60/2, 61/1, 61/2 in Table 2). According to the 
indexing by Suter (1999) of reports published in The Argus 
of hunt club meets during the 1860s, quarry was stated 
to be kangaroo, deer, dingo or a drag (a rag soaked in a 
strong-smelling attractant), with the fox mentioned only 
once (record 67/1 in Table 1). However, the first records 
of fox hunting in Victoria in the 1860s actually date from 
1862 and 1866 - records 62/3 and 66/1 in Table 1. All 
of the records from 1862, 1866, 1867, 1868 and 1869 
involved pursuit of an unbagged fox. 

Ronald (1978) stated that foxes had not successfully 
acclimatised in Victoria by 1866, and Rolls (1969: 318) 
inaccurately mentions that accounts of hunts in the 
period 1864-68 refer to the lack of foxes. Because the 
Game Act of 1867 listed hares, deer and antelope as the 
only exotic mammals that were protected (from shooting), 
we can reasonably infer that foxes were not established in 
Victoria at that time. Contemporary debates in Parliament 
record no discussion about foxes and do not indicate that 
foxes were excluded from protection from shooting in 
order to appease sheep-farmers. 

1870s 

The only report found of wild foxes in the early 1870s 
related to a release in c. 1871 near Ballarat and their 
presence there in 1874 (record 74/2 in Table 1). In 
contrast, numerous reports (Table 2) in the 1870s (up 
to August 1878) indicate frequent activity by hunt clubs 
between Geelong and Melbourne, without reference 
to foxes being disturbed by the presence of hundreds 
of riders, spectators, and hounds at these meets. All 
records from 1878-79 are from North Shore, You Yangs, 
Little River and Laverton, situated in the coastal 
strip of country between Geelong and Melbourne. The 
comment provided indicates that foxes were established 
and increasing in abundance. 

Information assembled by Abbott (2008a: 122) suggests 
that the interval between the first sighting of foxes near 
Geraldton in Western Australia and foxes becoming 
conspicuous in this district was c. 4 years. If similar 
processes of establishment occurred in Victoria, foxes may 
have been released between Geelong and Melbourne in 
c. 1874. In contrast, evidence from the release of foxes 
in Tasmania in c. 1998 indicates a longer lag phase, as 
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foxes are not yet conspicuously numerous in Tasmania 
(Saunders et al. 2006). Unlike the situation in Victoria in 
the 1870s, however, there has been a strategic deployment 
of poison baits, and this may have kept fox numbers low. 
Finally, if the four adult foxes landed in July 1877 (record 
77/1 in Table 1) were the source of the wild foxes first 
reported in August 1878, the lag period between release 
and establishment may have been shorter than 13 months. 
If these two pairs of foxes were kept in confinement and 
allowed to breed, it is possible that as many as 10-20 foxes 
could have been simultaneously released in July 1878. 

Relevant to the existence of a lag time is data on the 
number of foxes presented for payment of a bonus 
(monetary reward) to Pastures and Stock Protection 
Boards in southern New South Wales (Stock and Brands 
Branch 1888-). The purpose of this was to encourage 
the destruction of foxes. As foxes colonised a district, 
their numbers increased through local breeding from 
initial rarity to conspicuousness, and this is reflected in 
the numbers of foxes killed and presented for payment. 
Examples include: Albury district (3, 1894; 2, 1895; 
2; 1896; 23, 1897; 103, 1898; 157, 1899; 415, 1900), 
Moulamein district (57, 1896; 40, 1897; 16, 1898; 145, 
1899; 304, 1900), Corowa district (67, 1897; 154, 1898; 
504, 1899; 635, 1900), and Balranald district (16, 1897; 
19, 1898; 25, 1899; 206, 1900). All of these lag times are 
< 5 years. Jarman and Johnson (1977: 162) demonstrate 
that lag periods in other districts of New South Wales 
were also short. 

Record 74/2 (Table 1) confirms the claim by Rolls (1969: 
322) that foxes were feral and preying on poultry near 
Ballarat in 1874- However, it appears that this population 
failed to persist. When the Ballarat Hunt Club was 
revived in 1881, only drags, hares and released dingoes 
and deer were hunted in that season, with none of the 
accounts mentioning that wild foxes had been disturbed. 

The famous English novelist Anthony Trollope, a lover 
of fox-hunting, visited Victoria for several weeks in 1872 
and participated in a hunt that involved a drag and then 
a turned out dingo (The Australasian 1.6.1872: 683-4). 
The occurrence of foxes in Victoria was not remarked 
upon. However, he mentioned that the Melbourne 
hounds also hunted deer (both uncarted and wild), 
praised the availability of game (ducks, hares, pheasants, 
deer) but despaired that fox-hunting could thrive outside 
the British Isles (Edwards and Joyce 1967). The Scottish 
naturalist James Craig collected in Victoria for seven 
months in 1874-75 but did not record the occurrence 
of foxes (Craig 1908). A comprehensive history of the 
Campaspe district records much information about hares 
in the 1870s but makes no allusion to the occurrence of 
foxes (Randell 1982). The staple quarry of short-lived 
hunt clubs in Warrnambool district in 1873, and in 
Colac district in 1873-75, was apparently the kangaroo, 
as there is no record in local newspapers of foxes being 
hunted (Osbourne 1887, Hebb 1970). The itinerant 
rural worker Joseph Jenkins lived in Victoria from 1869 
until 1894 (Evans 1975). His diary records numerous 
observations of farm pests north of Ballarat but the fox 
was not noted in the 1870s. 


Improved terminology 

As foreshadowed in the introduction of this paper, 
authors should exercise more careful choice of words 
when describing the processes that lead to establishment, 
and not assume or imply that a record of occurrence 
necessarily indicates a viable population. The following 
distinctions are proposed: Introduction comprises two 
steps, importation from elsewhere and release into the 
wild; colonisation involves spread unaided by humans 
to areas previously uninhabited, translocation consists 
of deliberate spread by humans, and establishment is the 
final phase in which the species breeds successfully in the 
wild and is permanently present in the wild. 

Source, origin and importation of foxes 

Importing foxes to the colonies was relatively easy. In The 
Times (London) newspaper from 1842 there are numerous 
advertisements by seven dealers in London offering foxes 
for sale (e.g. 26.4.1842: 1, 20.10.1842: 1, 25.1.1848: 1, 
12.6.1848: 1, 29.12.1848: 1, 22.5.1851: 1, 27.5.1852: 

1, 4.8.1852: 1, 16.4.1853: 1, 24.5.1853: 2, 22.6.1854: 

2, 27.5.1858: 2, 4.1.1860: 2, 27.2.1860: 2, 14.7.1860: 2 
[collected in France], 23.1.1861: 2, 21.2.1862: 2; many 
of these advertisements are repeated on other dates). A 
lengthy article about the market in Leadenhall, London, 
explained that many foxes were purchased there during 
the hunting season by ‘two classes of customers’ (The 
Times 17.11.1871: 6). First, there are those who court 
popularity by releasing a bagged fox shortly before an 
advertised meet, and second are Masters of Fox Hounds, 
who release foxes well in advance of meets, particularly 
in frequently hunted country ‘long before the end of the 
season’. Both strategies may have operated in Victoria 
from the 1840s. 

Foxes sold in the London markets could have been 
accessed from any part of Britain; particularly noteworthy 
is the evidence (above) of foxes being sourced from France 
for sale in London. 

However, working against the ready availability of foxes 
in the London markets was the long, 60-80 day, voyage 
to Melbourne. Even though shipping firms in Britain 
were willing to provide free passage for all but the largest 
animals, and ship captains and sailors were co-operative 
(Wilson 1860), and the Admiralty expressed willingness 
for HM ships to convey animals from one station to 
another (Gillbank 1980), captive animals had to be fed, 
watered and kept in good health when passing through 
the tropics and the colder roaring forties. Rolls (1969: 
223-4) appears to have overstated the threats likely to 
be experienced by caged animals. The exotic animal 
trade must have been profitable as some ship captains 
speculated in it (records 64/3, 69/2 in Table 1; compare 
the offer of lions for sale from a ship in Melbourne in 1857 
(de Courcy 2003: 7). 

Several sources attributed the successful introduction 
of foxes to the wealthy Chirnsides of Werribee (records 
78/2, 85/17, 87/5, 89/22 in Table 1; Peake 1905, Hine 
1934, Munro 1939; also note records 60/3, 73/2, 80/4 
in Table 1), with Jones (1994) nominating 1870 as 
the approximate year of introduction. A contemporary 
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account indicated that Thomas Chirnside was ‘especially 
fond of riding to hounds’ and fostered this pastime 
by importing deer into Victoria from Tasmania in 
the 1840s (Ronald 1978: 116) and red deer (Cervus 
elaphus) in 1857 (Inglis 1912: 74). Chirnside was also 
an excellent judge of horse stock, and was responsible 
for importing many high-class sheep and race horses 
(The Argus 28.4-1873: 5, Anon. 1888: 171), and clearly 
had the contacts in Britain that could have facilitated 
the importing of foxes. Thus, Thomas Chirnside had 
means, motive, and opportunity for importing foxes. 
Perhaps the Chirnsides protected the foxes liberated on 
this property, and forbade their numerous agricultural 
labourers to shoot them. Hunting of foxes on this 
property during the 1870s was not referred to by Ronald 
(1978). Of particular relevance is that the Chirnsides’ 
biographer (Ronald 1978) provides much detail about 
open coursing (of hares) at the Werribee Park property 
during the 1870s, as well as deer hunting there by the 
Melbourne Hunt Club. 

According to Ronald (1978: 81), two sons (aged 13 and 
11 years) of Andrew Chirnside were enrolled in school in 
Scotland in 1866, where fox hunting was new to them. 
This may have led to the Chirnsides importing foxes 
more actively in the late 1860s and early 1870s. It may be 
relevant that Thomas Chirnside visited England in late 
1874 (The Argus 18.6.1874: 5). 

Another possibility is that the Chirnsides brought in 
foxes as a result of friendly rivalry with the Clarkes, 
another family that owned large estates in Victoria 
(Clarke 1995: 282). W.J. Clarke in particular became 
president of the Victoria Coursing Club, set up in 
1873 to promote the coursing of hares (Clarke 1995: 
60). Although the Chirnsides had already established 
a colony of deer, they became presidents of a rival 
coursing club established in 1876. They also completed 
in this year construction of a grandiose mansion 
(Werribee Park), which would have enhanced their 
status in society. Establishment of foxes for hunting 
about this time by the Chirnsides is thus plausible. 

Reason for release of foxes 

It appears most logical that foxes were first brought to 
Victoria and released by those seeking sport, implying 
the previous existence of a pack of suitable hounds kept 
by some squatter. Indeed, Edward Wilson praised the 
invigorating effect of fox hunting on youth in that it ‘tends 
to prevent them from sinking into mere dawdlers in an 
opera box or loungers in a cafe.’ (The Argus 19.12.1860: 
5). It also seems likely that fewer than 10 foxes (usually 
one to three) were imported on each occasion (records 

61/1, 64/3, 64/4, 65/2, 68/1, 69/1, 69/2, 73/1, 77/1 in 
Table 1). These premises by themselves should account 
for the necessity for repeatedly importing and releasing 
foxes in the 1840s and 1860s, as it is highly improbable 
that so few animals would have survived, reproduced, and 
established a viable population. Threats to foxes at the 
time could easily have minimised the possibility of foxes 
surviving and increasing rapidly in population size. The 
main detrimental factors were probably the casual and 
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recreational shooting by settlers and agricultural labourers 
for ‘sport’ (evidenced by early declines of kangaroos and 
emu [Westgarth 1848: 127; F. Fyans n.d. (11854) in Bride 
1898: 191]), predation by Aborigines until the 1850s 
(Bonwick 1858: 134; Emilsen 1999: 79), and ingestion of 
strychnine baits intended for dingoes, stray farm dogs, and 
feral dogs (Brown 1959: 350; Emilsen 1999: 62). Because 
shooting and hunting were popular pastimes in Victoria, 
the Acclimatisation Society had intentionally released 
introduced bird and mammal species far from human 
habitation (de Courcy 2003: 27-28). 

The Zoological Society of Victoria and then its successor, 
the Acclimatisation Society of Victoria, were not directly 
responsible for the importation of foxes to Victoria 
(record 64/1, Table 1). The objectives of the Zoological 
Society, as stated in 1857, emphasised the acclimatisation 
of domestic and rare and uncommon species of animals 
(Lever 1992). The Acclimatisation Society, when formed 
in 1861, espoused the stocking of Victoria with ‘the 
more important, useful and ornamental’ animal species 
(Lever 1992: 109). The fox is not included in a list of 
mammal species introduced by this society between 
1861 and 1867. Indeed, one journal published in London 
noted that ‘it would be inconsistent with the real, or 
at least the legitimate objects of acclimatisation, to 
attempt to naturalise the fox in Australia “even for the 
purposes of sport’” (The Argus 14.9.1863: 5). In 1873, 
the Acclimatisation Society only claimed credit for the 
successful introduction of hares, ‘deer of many kinds’, 
pheasant, Angora goat, ostrich, British songbirds, and ‘a 
variety of choice fish’ (TheArgus 24-4.1873: 6). However, 
the Society probably did contribute indirectly, as several 
foxes were introduced, apparently only once, in order to 
prevent game birds from becoming too numerous (record 
61/1, Table 1). 

Factors enabling establishment of the fox 

1. Previous establishment of the rabbit 

The decisive factor in securing establishment of the fox 
was very likely the great increase in rabbit populations 
from c. 1867 (Anon. 1868, 1935; Kiddle 1961; Brown 
1971; Evans 1975; Suter 1999), nearly 10 years after 
their successful introduction into Victoria (Rolls 1969) 
The proliferation of the hare in the 1870s (Craig 1908; 
Evans 1975, Randell 1982) probably contributed as well, 
particularly since the hare ceased to be totally protected 
from 1873 (Inglis 1912). By 1880 the rabbit occurred 
in most of Victoria (Stodart and Parer 1988: 8) and 
presumably was very abundant then, evidenced by the 
need to legislate for the first time in Victoria in relation 
to the control of rabbits (Rabbit Suppression Act 1880). 
However, even though this Act mandated that rabbits 
were to be destroyed on unoccupied Crown lands, it is 
likely that this was not effective to the degree of excluding 
them as fox prey; thus foxes in the early 1880s would have 
found some refuges where poison was not distributed and 
rabbits were consequently plentiful. 

Although rabbits were recorded between Geelong and 
Melbourne in 1865 (The Argus 5.10.1865: 5), the rabbit 
plague that derived from the introduction of rabbits to 
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Barwon Park in 1859 had not penetrated east of Geelong 
by 1869. At that time only the country west of Queenscliff 
and Ballarat was infested (T he Argus 17.4.1869: 4-5). 
If foxes had been present in the Western district in the 
1860s, it is difficult to understand why they had not 
increased in abundance there by 1870. In 1868 rabbits 
were ‘becoming a nuisance’ at You Yangs (The Argus 
8.10.1868: 5) and by 1870 were plentiful on the north 
shore of Corio Bay ( The Argus 4-11.1870: 7) and had 
infested Werribee district by 1875 (The Argus 21.4.1875: 
5). Consequently, it would seem unlikely that wild foxes 
occurred in Werribee district before 1875. 

2. Growth of fox population exceeded control efforts 

An editorial in The Weekly Times (12.9.1885, reproduced 
in Jones 1994) speculated that ‘it was anticipated that the 
love of [hunting foxes with hounds].. .would have become 
sufficiently popular in this colony to have kept the foxes 
within reasonable bounds, but the love of sport has not 
grown with the growth of the vermin to be hunted.’ In 
1885 there were only two hunt clubs operating out of 
Melbourne (Appendix 1). 

Foxes in Victoria showed early evidence of increased 
fecundity (records 80/7, 86/6, 86/17, 86/18, 90/24, 
95/13, 97/10, 13/6 in Table 1), with 6-8 cubs per litter in 
Victoria in comparison with only 2 in Britain (Keartland 
1920). However, this latter figure was disputed by 
Anon. (1921). Similarly, in the period 1901-1905, 
foxes were reported as having litters of up to eight or 
nine in New South Wales (The Sydney Morning Herald 
21.8.1901: 10, 8.10.1901: 5, 22.8.1905: 7, 1.9.1905: 
7). Another contributing factor may have been the 
localised eradication of the dingo (record 92/3), leading 
to mesopredator release involving the fox (Ritchie and 
Johnson 2009, Letnic et al. 2009). Consistent with this 
is the relatively slow colonisation by foxes of the mallee 
and Gippsland regions of Victoria in which dingoes were 
still common (Table 2). 

3. Rapid dispersal, occasionally human aided 

Empirical studies of dispersal rates of foxes in Australia 
demonstrate great variability (Saunders et al. 1995), 
perhaps related to the small numbers monitored. The 
mean distances dispersed in three studies were 3.5, 11, 
15 and 43 km, with some individuals moving as far as 
22 km (females) and 170 km (males). This range of 
averages fits the inferred historical rates of dispersal in 
different parts of Victoria (Fig. 1), e.g. c. 20 km/y from 
near Geelong to the South Australian border near Mt 
Gambier, and c. 30 km/y from near Geelong north-west 
to Wentworth, New South Wales. It is known from 
Western Australia, the border of which was reached by 
foxes in 1911-12, that some individuals quickly travelled 
farther westwards, reaching Moora in 1914 (a distance 
of 1250 km), Mount Magnet district in c. 1917 (1150 
km), and Wagin in 1918 (1100 km) (The West Australian 
12.6.1918: 6; Abbott 2008a). Comparatively, occupation 
of Gippsland, east of Melbourne, by foxes was slower (c. 
8-14 km/y). Suggested reasons are the great extent of 
thickly vegetated forest, limited clearing, abundance of 
dingoes, and paucity of rabbits. 


It seems plausible that some pastoralists transported and 
released foxes in parts of Victoria affected by high density 
populations of rabbits (record 73/2, Table 1; see also 
comment in 1868 noted in Rolls 1969: 318). However, 
this was probably only a minor factor in the spread of 
foxes. It seems that foxes were welcomed by some as likely 
to be helpful in checking the spread of the rabbit (records 
68/4, 68/9 and 81/6 in Table 1). Some of the outlier 
records depicted in Fig. 1 may represent attempts to curb 
the spread of rabbits. 

‘Fox-hunting there is none’, according to Twopeny (1883: 
208), implying (incorrectly) that in about 1882 there was 
no hunting by hounds after wild foxes. Even by c. 1883- 
84 foxes were not always readily noticed, with one author 
writing as if this species were absent, with its place as an 
object of hunting with hounds being taken by the dingo 
(Anon. 1885: 463). 

The numerous records of foxes chased from the late 1880s 
by hunt clubs during the season (June to September 
inclusive) need to be interpreted cautiously, as the 
published accounts do not always specify whether the 
fox was unbagged or feral. Moreover, not every meet was 
reported, thus precluding a quantitative analysis. From 
November 1889, Section 28 of the Vermin Destruction 
Act (1889) declared wilful release of foxes to be illegal. 
However, it would have been difficult to enforce this 
provision, as it is not difficult to locate a fox den, remove 
the cubs, and release them elsewhere (Also see The Sydney 
Morning Herald 11.8.1903: 7). This provision does not 
appear to have been enforced in respect of the use of 
bagged foxes by hunt clubs. It is impossible to ascertain 
whether early releases of bagged foxes signify that such 
foxes were collected locally or translocated from parts of 
Victoria infested with foxes. For example, several bagged 
foxes were liberated by the Hamilton Hunt Club in 1892 
(records 92/12, 92/14, 92/28 in Table 1), but foxes were 
not recorded as wild in the district until 1894 (record 
94/13 in Table 1; record 92/4 in Table 2). 

Establishment - summing up 

Absence of records of foxes by itself does not of course 
constitute evidence of absence of the fox. Nonetheless, 
the pattern of spread of the fox that is depicted in 
Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 is consistent with the absence of any 
comment by farmers about depredations of the fox on 
sheep or poultry in the Gippsland, Wimmera, Mallee and 
Murray regions of Victoria in the 1880s (Table 2). In the 
same period there are numerous complaints in the same 
regions about rabbits, locusts and [Heliothis] caterpillars 
impacting on crops, and wild dogs [dingoes] preying on 
sheep. This implies that isolated, early records (50/1, 
South Yarra, 1850s; 64/4, Dandenong Ranges, 1864; 
Hexham, 1880 [Rolls 1969]; 81/2, Mortlake, 1881; 84/20, 
Nirranda and Curdies Inlet; 85/21, Harrow, 1885; 88/6, 
Ryans Creek, 1888) should not be presumed to represent 
establishment of a population of foxes. Consistent with 
this interpretation is that it is well known that some 
individual foxes reached the west coast of Australia in 
1914, many years before foxes established in south-west 
Western Australia (Abbott 2008a). 
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Particularly informative is the legal recognition of seven 
vermin districts in the mallee lands of Victoria (Mallee 
Pastoral Leases Act 1883, Land Act 1890, Part 2, Division 
5). These were first defined in Victoria Government Gazette 
68: 2822, 3239-40, 3511-2. From 1889, official records 
of funds paid for fox (and dingo) scalps in these districts 
serve to document the progressive incursion of the fox 
into the mallee region of western Victoria and the gradual 
suppression of the dingo (Tables 1, 2). 

Do hunt clubs merit criticism for their role 
in introducing foxes? 

Eric Rolls, in his valuable book on imported pest animals 
in Australia, expressed some harsh comment and personal 
opinion about fox hunters, their dogs, and the reports of 
meets published in newspapers (Rolls 1969: 309, 313, 
314). His remarks include ‘I have no respect for hunters 
and their dogs’, ‘inordinately silly men following an 
inordinately silly sport’, and ‘thousands of words of drivel’. 
Rolls, who possessed extraordinary research skills but was 
not a scientist, wrote a popular book of very high literary 
standard which contained much scientific information. 
He was not constrained by the conventions of scientific 
writing, for the quotations cited above would not be 
admissible in a scientific journal. 

The activities of hunt clubs should instead be judged 
by contemporary (Victorian era) values and not by late 
twentieth century and early twenty first century values. 
In 19 th century England and Ireland, fox hunting was 
‘the sport of ladies and gentlemen’, and together with 
coursing (the hunting of hares using dogs) was regarded 
as ‘the most fashionable of British field-sports’ (Anon. 
1885: 463). Fox-hunting was regarded as having promoted 
the breeding of ‘good horses’ and developing some of the 
‘best qualities of mankind’ (The Argus 19.8.1886: 5). 
Fox hunting was initiated in Victoria by men who had 
immigrated from England and Ireland. They were keen to 
transplant British institutions and cultural preferences to 
Australia, such as loyalty to the monarch, the dispensing of 
justice independent of politicians, a parliament supported 
by democratic elections, and sporting pastimes such as 
cricket and horse racing. So why not establish hunt clubs 
to chase deer, foxes and hares once kangaroos and dingoes 
retreated before settlement? From 1845 onwards these 
clubs proliferated in Victoria (Appendix 1). Sometimes 
imperial and colonial values reinforced each other, as 
in the periods 1873-78, 1890-94 and 1896-99 when the 
Governor of Victoria patronised and rode with hunt 
clubs based in Melbourne. Moreover, participation in and 
attendance at meets by the public was fashionable and 
popular, with many conducted in the 1870s, 1880s and 
1890s near Ballarat and just outside the then suburban 
limits of Melbourne attracting hundreds of spectators. 

The pursuit of deer, foxes and hares required different skills, 
as these species vary in their scent, the actions required to 
flush them from their coverts, and their behaviour when 
followed by hounds (The Australasian 18.8.1894: 281, 
25.8.1894: 325, 1.9.1894: 368). Hunting with hounds 
thus demanded more than a casual acquaintance with 
the ecology and behaviour of hunted species, as well as 
advanced horse-riding and fence-jumping skills. 


Like Rolls (1969), I have read thousands of words reporting 
the meets of the various hunt clubs conducted between 
1868 and 1894. Many of these accounts are rich in detail 
about the starting place of the hunt, the route followed, 
obstacles encountered, the number of riders and spectators, 
and often the names of outstanding hounds, horses and 
riders. Like any other cultural activity, these reports include 
jargon (some of which is made comprehensible by the useful 
glossary published by Ronald (1970)), such as ‘throw-off’, 
‘gave tongue’, ‘cast’, ‘puss’ and ‘brush’. Most reports are 
unembellished narratives of no great length, with some 
authors only occasionally striving for literary effect. The 
example cited by Rolls (1969: 314-6) is less typical of 
the hundreds of accounts perused by me, and seems to 
demonstrate Rolls’ determination to find fault with hunting 
with hounds and justify an ex parte position 

It is evident from records 60/3, 63/1 and 64/4 in Table 1 
that contemporary opposition to the introduction of foxes 
in Victoria could be strong, without explicit criticism of 
the existence or activities of hunt clubs. In particular, 
the journalist ‘Bruni’ [George Brown] contributed many 
paragraphs to the farming and pastoral section of The 
Australasian newspaper, based on his extensive travels 
in rural Victoria in the period 1880-94. He frequently 
drew attention to farmers’ reports of the economic loss 
resulting from the spread and proliferation of foxes. The 
negligence of the Government in not prohibiting the 
importation and release of foxes was the main object of 
criticism (records 84/16, 84/17,89/20, 91/2, 93/12 in Table 
1). However, one report noted that Government officials 
did attempt to confiscate imported foxes (record 65/2 in 
Table 1). Legislation against the introduction of foxes had 
been first suggested in 1860 (record 60/2). Victoria did 
not follow the example of New Zealand, which prohibited 
the importation of foxes in 1865 (Protection of Certain 
Animals Act 1865). Record 69/1 in Table 1 may have 
resulted from this ban. 

There was nothing unusual about the importing of foxes to 
Victoria compared to other British colonies. A fox escaped 
from a zoo in Sydney in 1835, but was recaptured (The 
Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser 26.12.1835: 
4). The Sydney hounds chased a fox in 1836 (The Sydney 
Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser 16.4-1836: 2) and 
the Adelaide hounds killed a fox in 1845 (Daly 1986). 
In 1850 a ship left England bound for New Zealand with 
foxes on board (The Argus 22.3.1850: 4). One fox (the 
other one died) was brought to Hobart, Tasmania in 1860 
(The Argus 24.9.1860: 5), and two foxes were dispatched 
from Britain for Hobart in 1862 (The Argus 23.6.1862: 6). 
Two foxes were landed at Rockhampton, Queensland in 
1863 (The Courier 19.6.1863: 2). 

In conclusion, the establishment and proliferation of hunt 
clubs in Victoria (and elsewhere in Australia) should 
be seen as an inevitable outcome of the transplanting 
of British cultural values to a new land that lacked the 
familiar animals of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. 
What would have been surprising is if foxes, hares and 
rabbits had not been introduced to Australia. Hunt clubs 
were responsible for the introduction of the fox, but this 
should be considered in the context of the time. 
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Spread of the fox into South Australia and 
New South Wales 

Foxes reached the western and northern borders of 
Victoria in c. 1894, as part of the outward expansion 
in geographical range from the 1870s release between 
Melbourne and Geelong (Fig. 1, Fig. 2). The diffusion 
into South Australia linked up with the earlier (1881-93) 
establishment in the south-east of that state. Adelaide 
district was reached by 1905 (an average rate of spread 
of 19 km/y), and depredations of lambs and poultry had 
become evident (records 05/8-05/12 in Table 1). 

Using the conservative measure of the year in which 
> 100 scalps were first submitted for payment in each 
Pastures and Stock Protection district in New South 
Wales, Jarman (1986: 52) demonstrated that the fox 
had established as far north as the Queensland border 
by 1912-13. This represents an average rate of spread of 
c. 73 km/y. However, records in newspapers and Stock 
and Brands Branch annual reports indicate that the New 
South Wales/Queensland border was reached in 1907 
(records 07/9 and 07/14 in Table 1). As in the Gippsland 
region of Victoria, the dense forests of the Great Dividing 
Range in New South Wales appear to have retarded the 
dispersal of foxes into coastal districts, sometimes by as 
much as 6-10 years (e.g. records 04/6, 05/15, 07/11, 09/7 
and 09/8 in Table 1; Lunney and Leary 1988). 

Predation by the fox and the impact on prey 
species 

In Britain, it was long known that foxes preyed on poultry, 
rabbits, lambs, other mammals, and birds (Editor 1891). 
In Victoria in 1868 and 1874, poultry was recorded as 
taken by foxes even when foxes were not established 
(records 68/2, 74/2 in Table 1). The first depredation by 
foxes of livestock (one lamb) was recorded in Victoria 
in 1878, followed in 1879 by the first record of bustards 
killed. Foxes were exempted from the operation of the 
Protection of Animals Act (1881): It was lawful to kill 
foxes provided no cruelty was involved. However, foxes 
were not explicitly identified as vermin until the Vermin 
Destruction Act (1889). Section 31 authorised the council 
of any municipality to pay a bonus for the destruction of 
foxes. A financial crisis in Victoria in 1893 led to the 
dismissal of all 68 rabbit inspectors on 30.6.1893 (The 
Australasian 8.4.1893: 626). This facilitated an increase in 
populations of rabbits in 1895 (The Australasian 18.1.1896: 
101, 105; 1.2.1896: 201; 7.3.1896: 441; 28.3.1896: 581), 
so that by 1896 the Minister for Lands re-appointed 20 
inspectors (The Australasian 25.1.1896: 153). Foxes should 
have responded from 1894 by increasing in abundance 
and extending their distribution, thereby intensifying 
predation of native fauna in the following years. 

Depredation of native birds by foxes was commonly 
speculated about, observed or reported in the 1890s 
(records 91/26, 92/38, 93/20, 96/3, 96/21, 97/13, 98/17, 
98/18, 99/4 in Table 1). It is noteworthy that no member 
of the Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria (formed in 1880) 
recorded in the highly informative journal of the Club 
(Victorian Naturalist) evidence of declines of native fauna 
due to the fox during the 1880s and 1890s. In addition, 


newspaper articles on the destruction of game (Batey 
1883), papers on bird protection and the malleefowl at 
Nhill (Campbell 1885 a, 1885b), a book on natural history 
(Macdonald nd = 1887), and an extended synthesis 
(Le Souef 1888) did not discuss the fox. A perceptive 
review (Lucas 1890) attributed the few declines of native 
mammals in Victoria to introduced rats, shooting, and 
livestock. A series of 82 newspaper articles on birds 
(Campbell 1893-1900) discussed the fox only once. 
Comment about the protection of native bird species 
instead emphasised excessive or indiscriminate shooting 
(Anon. 1893a, 1893b) and preservation of habitat (Anon. 
1893c, Anon. 1894). Despite increasing comment about 
the impacts of vulpine predation on native fauna in 
Victoria in the early 1900s (records 00/1, 00/2, 00/3, 00/4, 
01/3, 05/1, 05/4, 05/5 and 06/1 in Table 1), the books 
by Le Souef (nd=1907) and Lucas and Le Souef (1909) 
did not include any relevant comment about particular 
species affected. 

Relatively few comments were found on impacts of foxes 
on native mammals in Victoria, with the earliest in c. 
1900 (records 00/4-00/7 in Table 1), 1904 (record 04/3), 
1905 (record 05/4), 1909 (record 09/6) and no more until 
1913 (records 13/1, 13/4). A brief synopsis by Spencer 
(1900) made no reference to any factors detrimental to 
native mammals. This sparseness of comment may reflect 
a lack of interest in native mammals by naturalists and 
zoologists in Victoria, evidenced by few observations and 
papers published in the Victorian Naturalist and in the 
Proceedings of the Royal Society of Victoria, the two local 
journals. This may also reflect an inadequate baseline for 
understanding the original distribution of mammal species 
in Victoria, which was the only colony not collected in 
by the naturalists John Gould and John Gilbert (Gould 
1845-1863). Despite the synthesis by Lucas (1897), the 
mammal fauna of only a few parts of Victoria was well 
documented in the 1800s (Blandowski 1855; Anon. 1861; 
Krefft 1865; Aboriginal names of mammals published by 
Dawson 1881 and Smyth 1878). 

Based on an historical analysis of bounties paid on the fox 
and pest medium-sized marsupials in New South Wales 
(Short 1998), noticeable declines should have occurred 
in Victoria within 7-13 years of the establishment of the 
fox, i.e. from the late 1880s and early 1890s to the early 
to late 1900s according to the region. The establishment 
of the fox was the final, not the only, factor that led to 
the extinction in Victoria of six medium-sized ground¬ 
dwelling mammal species, namely Dasyurus viverrinus, 
Bettongia gaimardi, B. penicillata, Lagorchestes leporides, 
Onychogalea fraenata and Thylogale billardierii, as well 
as contracted distribution and reduced abundance of 
two species inhabiting dense vegetation (namely Isoodon 
obesulus and Potorous tridactylus, Murray et al. 2006). 

The zoologist Frederick McCoy, who was appointed in 1854 
to teach at the newly established University of Melbourne 
and in 1858 to direct the activities of the National Museum 
of Victoria (until his death in 1899), showed little interest in 
documenting the occurrence of mammal species in Victoria 
(McCoy 1867; McCoy 1885-90), as did his successor WB. 
Spencer upon his arrival in Victoria in 1887. The curator 
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of the zoological collection at the museum from 1899 to 
1913, J.A. Kershaw, also published little on mammals. It is 
worthwhile noting that in the list of members of the Field 
Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, as at April 1904, mammalogy 
is not noted as an interest of any member, and this may 
have inhibited any recording of the impact of foxes on 
native mammals. For these reasons, non-scientific sources 
such as newspapers, diaries, letters and books written by 
visitors and settlers can contribute greatly to knowledge 
of original distributions of conspicuous mammal species. 
The value of newspapers for natural history information 
in Victoria has been highlighted by Balmford (1985) and 
Legg (2004). 

In contrast, observations published about impacts on birds 
are extensive. It is evident that ornithology was a much 
more popular activity among amateurs in Victoria than 
mammalogy, commencing with publication of the first bird 
list in the 1840s (Cotton 1849). The Victorian Naturalist 
from its inception in 1884 included much information 
about the occurrence of bird species in various parts of 
Victoria, primarily based on excursions seeking specimens 
of birds, nests and eggs for personal collections. The 
formation in Victoria of an ornithological society in 1901 
with the establishment of an associated publication outlet, 
and of a bird watching club in 1905, contrasts markedly 
with the formation in Australia of a mammalogy society 
decades later, in 1958. This society did not commence 
publication of a journal until 1974- 

Implications for controlling new 
introductions of foxes 

This study has suggested that there may have been a short 
lag period (up to 5 years) from when foxes were released 
in Victoria to when they established and began to extend 
their distribution in Victoria. Foxes were illegally released 
in Tasmania in c. 1998 (Saunders et al. 2006). Although 
the authorities there (Tasmanian Department of Primary 
Industries and Water 2008) have been vigilant in following 
up sightings and deploying 1080 poison, it is unlikely that 


the fox can now be eradicated from Tasmania for two 
main reasons. First, more than 10 years have elapsed 
since release, and records are widely dispersed. Second, 
the abundance of medium-sized mammals in Tasmania, 
evident to any visitor by the large amount of road-kill 
observed every morning, should nullify control effort by 
poison baiting. 

Other large islands around the Australian coastline 
contribute importantly to the conservation of Australia’s 
marsupials. Regular monitoring for the presence of foxes 
should therefore be conducted on Barrow, Bernier, Dorre, 
Kangaroo, King, Flinders and Cape Barren Islands, as 
early detection will facilitate extermination of foxes. 

Further research 

For this paper I relied initially on The Australasian as 
the source of early records of foxes in Victoria, simply 
because of the convenience of bound volumes being held 
by the Battye Library in Perth, whereas The Argus and 
The Age are accessible in Perth only by way of microfilm 
of low legibility (with one image comprising 2 pages of 
a broadsheet newspaper). Subsequently The Argus was 
digitised as part of the Australian Newspapers Digitisation 
Program, permitting rapid retrieval of records about 
the fox. There are undoubtedly many records of the 
first occurrence of foxes in districts in Victoria, as well 
as information about their impact on farm animals and 
native fauna, in the country newspapers published in 
Victoria, as well as the widely circulating rural newspaper 
The Weekly Times. Issues of newspapers published in 
Geelong between 1846 and 1880 and in Ballarat between 
1868 and 1880 need to be searched to clarify the activities 
of local hunt clubs and for how long foxes persisted near 
Geelong and Ballarat. The information presented in this 
paper should assist anyone searching for local records 
of foxes in Victoria with the approximate year at which 
searching should commence. In this way, a more detailed 
picture of the local spread of the fox and its impact in 
Victoria will eventuate. 
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Appendix I 

Hunt clubs (colloquially often termed ‘hounds') known to be active in Victoria, 1845-1901, based largely 
on published reports of meets. 


Year 

Active clubs/packs of hounds 

1845 

Clarke’s (Mt Rouse), Cox’s (Port Fairy), Cunningham’s (Mt Mercer), Ferrers' (Wardy Yallock), 
Portland, Pyke’s (Ballan), Sladen’s (Corio), Werribee 

1846 

Corio, Ferrers', Mt Rouse, Port Fairy, Portland, Pyke's, Werribee 

1847 

Calvert’s, Ferrers’ 

1848 

Ferrers', ‘Weiraby’ 

1849 

Ferrers', 'Wierieby' 

1850 

Henderson’s [Richmond] 

1851 

Henderson's 

1852 

Henderson’s 

1853 

Henderson's, Melbourne 

1854 

Melbourne, Kilmore 

1855 

Bendigo, Fenton's, Melbourne 

1856 

Melbourne 

1857 

Gippsland, Melbourne 

1858 

Ballarat, Geelong, Melbourne, Warrnambool 

1859 

Geelong, Melbourne 

I860 

Ballarat, Geelong and Western District, Melbourne 

1861 

Ballarat, Geelong, Henderson's beagles & terriers, Melbourne 

1862 

Ballarat, Geelong and Western District, Henderson's beagles, Melbourne 

1863 

Ballarat, Caulfield, Geelong and Western District, Melbourne, Prahran beagles 

1864 

Ballarat, Hamilton, Melbourne 

1865 

Ballarat, Flemington, Kilmore, Melbourne 

1866 

Arthurs Seat, Ascot Vale, Flemington, Kilmany Park [Rosedale, Gippsland], Kilmore, Melbourne 

1867 

Flemington, Melbourne, Paywit [Geelong], Sebastopol [Rowlands’, Buninyong], South Gippsland 
[?Taraville], St Leonard's [?Bellarine] 

1868 

Avoca, Ballarat [reformed], Flemington, Gippsland [wound up], Kilmore, Melbourne, Mount's 
hounds [Ballarat], Paywit [wound up], Sebastopol 

1869 

Ararat, Ballarat, Gippsland [?Stratford], Melbourne, Sebastopol 

1870 

Ballarat, Gippsland [Sale], Melbourne, Miller's beagles, Mordialloc, Sebastopol 

1871 

Ballarat, Flemington [reformed], Melbourne [reformed], Mordialloc [merged with Melbourne], 
Sebastopol 

1872 

Brownless' beagles, Flemington, Kewell [Wimmera], Melbourne, Miller's harriers [Findon Harriers, 
Kew], Rowlands’ 

1873 

Ararat [wound up], Bendigo, Flemington, Kewell, Melbourne, Sebastopol,Villiers [Warrnambool], 
Werribee Harriers 

1874 

Bendigo, Dandenong, Flemington, Kewell, Melbourne, Miller's harriers, Sebastopol [wound up], 
Villiers, Werribee Harriers, Wilson's [Ballarat] 

1875 

Chirnside's harriers [Werribee Harriers], Colac [wound up], Dandenong, Findon Harriers, 
Melbourne,Villiers 

1876 

Findon Harriers, Hector & Norman Wilson's [Vectis, Wimmera; incorporating Avoca Beagles and 
Flemington Hounds], Melbourne, Werribee Harriers 

1877 

Bendigo, Findon Harriers, Melbourne, Werribee Harriers 

1878 

Broughton's [Mordialloc], Findon Harriers, Melbourne, Werribee Harriers 

1879 

Broughton’s, Colac, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1880 

Broughton's, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1881 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1882 

Ballarat, Boort, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1883 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1884 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 
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Year 

Active clubs/packs of hounds 

1885 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1886 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1887 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne 

1888 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne, Oaklands Beagles 

1889 

Ballarat, Findon Harriers, Melbourne, Oaklands 

1890 

Ballarat, Flemington, Melbourne, Oaklands, Sandhurst [Bendigo] 

1891 

Ballarat, Benalla, Castlemaine, Findon Harriers, Melbourne, Oaklands, Sandhurst 

1892 

Ballarat, Benalla, Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Melbourne, Oaklands 

1893 

Ballarat, Burwood, Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Melbourne, Oaklands 

1894 

Ballarat, Burwood, Findon Harriers, Gippsland, Hamilton, Melbourne, Oaklands, Woodend 

1895 

Ballarat, Burwood, Findon Harriers, Gippsland, Hamilton, Melbourne, Oaklands, Woodend 

1896 

Bendigo, Burwood, Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Melbourne, Nirranda, Oaklands,Terang 

1897 

Burwood, Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Kilmore, Melbourne, Oaklands, Staughton's [Keayang], 
Terang, Woodend 

1898 

Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Kilmore, Melbourne, Oaklands,Terang, Warrnambool 

1899 

Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Kilmore, Melbourne, Oaklands,Terang, Warrnambool, Woodend 

1900 

Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Kilmore, Lilydale &Yarra Glen, Melbourne, Oaklands,Terang, 
Warrnambool 

1901 

Findon Harriers, Hamilton, Kilmore,Yarra Glen & Lilydale, Melbourne, Oaklands,Terang 
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